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I

ABSTRACT

ii

The purpose of this study is to examine the role of women in Appalachian coal
communities by utilizing both primary and secondary sources. The people of Appalachia
have subscribed to patriarchal gender roles since the time of the earliest settlements
within the region. Men dealt with the outside world while women's responsibilities
centered around the home. Beginning around 1890, industrialization within the area
intensified patriarchy as men became wage earners and women remained in the home
with little access to formal wage employment. If wages were earned, they usually
contributed to familial survival and not female independence. The feminist movement of
the 1970s failed to radically alter the patriarchal character of Appalachia, as evidenced by
women coal miners within the region during the 1970s and 1980s. These female miners
worked within the traditional bounds of patriarchal ideology in that they labored to secure
the survival of their families. But they met with harsh resistance from employers,
supervisors, fellow miners, their communities, and even their own families because their
wages did not contribute to a male-headed household. Their wages allowed them to live
independently of men. It is argued here that coal communities in Appalachia continued to
exhibit patriarchal tendencies that mandated women remain responsible for familial care
and relegated to low-wage employment despite the employment of some women in the
male-dominated coal industry.
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1
In October 1977, Mavis Huff Hernandes of Benham, Kentucky, challenged
traditional Appalachian notions of gender roles. Separated from her husband and without
child support, Mavis became solely responsible for the welfare of her four teenaged
children. She found employment at a bank but did not earn enough to support her family.
Mavis then heard on television that a local mining company was being forced to hire
women because of a lawsuit. She knew about coal mining and the high wages that it
paid. Her father had been a miner, and her mother had chopped coal out of an old seam
during hard times. Mavis felt she had discovered the perfect solution to her financial
difficulties. But most of her family, including her brothers and brothers-in-law who
worked in the coal industry, became angry with her for taking a job as a coal miner. Her
relatives and neighbors kept implying that she only wanted to become a miner in order
"to get a man." Her foreman complained that he did not want her on his crew. Frustrated,
Mavis finally replied, "Look, I'm just wanting a job to support my children with. I think I
can do this work as good as you can, and I just want a chance to do that." 1 After Mavis
verbally confronted her co-workers and defended her reasons for becoming a miner,
tensions at the mine lessened somewhat. She continued to work hard and eventually
gained the support of some of her family and coworkers. But Mavis lost her job because
of the economic recession that occurred during the mid-1980s. As a result, Mavis and
hundreds of other female miners lost the small gains they had achieved in the coal

1

Betty Jean Hall Interview with Mavis Huff Hernandez, October 1977, Benham,
Kentucky, Box 1, Folder 2, Coal Employment Project records, Archives of Appalachia,
East Tennessee State University, Johnson City, Tennessee.
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industry. Why did female coal miners find crossing the gendered boundaries of
Appalachian coal mines so difficult?
Mavis Huff Hernandes serves as a prototype for hundreds of Appalachian women
in that she challenged gendered occupational roles in order to support her family. Many
historians have ignored the stories of women such as Mavis in favor of more masculine
dominated viewpoints. Appalachian women in coal-mining communities seldom have
received attention for anything other than their secondary and supportive roles as wives
and mothers. Barbara Ellen Smith asserts that the tendency many historians exhibit to
concentrate on the region's social, class, and economic concerns results in a grave
misrepresentation of Appalachian history. 2 Women's economic contributions to mining
and farming, their roles as caretakers and perpetuators of the labor supply, and their
economic production and consumption within the household have received attention, but
historians appear reluctant to include women as integral to the larger story of Appalachian
mining. 3 The marginalization of women in the coalfields of Appalachia and in the
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Barbara Ellen Smith, "Walk-Ons in the Third Act: The Role of Women in
Appalachian Historiography," Journal of Appalachian Studies, (Spring 1986), 6-7.
3

John H. M. Laslett, The United Mine Workers of America: A Model of Industrial
Solidarity? (University Park, PA, 1996); Crandall A. Shifflett, Coal Towns: Life, Work
and Culture in Company Towns of Southern Appalachia, 1880-1960, (Knoxville, 1991);
Ronald D. Eller, Miners, Millhands, and Mountaineers: Industrialization of the
Appalachian South, 1830-1930, (Knoxville, 1982); Ronald Lewis, Transforming the
Appalachian Countryside: Railroads, Deforestation, and Social Change in West Virginia,
1880-1920 (Chapel Hill, 1998), Priscilla Long, Where the Sun Never Shines: A history of
America's Bloody Coal Industry, (New York, 1989); John Gaventa, Power and
Powerlessness: Quiescence and Rebellion in an Appalachian Valley (Urbana, 1980).
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region's historiography needs to be addressed with studies that analyze both traditional
and non-traditional gender roles.
Appalachian women's social and economic marginalization can be traced through
an examination of their relationships with the coal industry.4 Smith argues that "gender is
also a material relationship wherein access to and control over resources are differentially
allocated to women and men." 5 The history of coal mining in the region reveals the
pattern that Smith describes because the issue of gender often determines what kind of
employment, or resource, an individual in Appalachia will seek and will be able to obtain.
In the early years of coal mining, women possessed little access to formal employment
and often contributed to the household in supportive, non-wage-earning capacities. These
roles fit into accepted standards of feminine work. But Appalachian women coal miners
in the 1970s and 1980s defied traditional gender boundaries in their struggles to gain
acceptance in the male-dominated world of coal mining. Their efforts challenged the
customary practice of allocating resources, in this case wage-earning potential, to men
only. Women miners resisted gender role boundaries in order to gain and maintain
employment, but their struggles did little to redefine traditional concepts of gender in the
area.,>t

4

For a comparative study focusing on gender issues in Peru, see Florencia E.
Mallon, "Gender and Class in the Transition to Capitalism: Household and Mode of
Production in Central Peru," Latin American Perspectives, Issue 48, Volume 13 Number
1, (Winter 1986), 147-174.
5

Smith, 21-22.
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The origins of Appalachia's gender roles go back to the area's original
inhabitants. Crandall Shifflett maintains that thousands of Scots-Irish and German
immigrants settled in the Appalachian backcountry, hoping to escape the economic
oppression of their homelands. This mass exodus began in the 1720s and lasted until the
American Revolution.6 Ronald L. Lewis asserts that these settlers usually consisted of
either blood or marriage relations who lived in isolated villages. Most of the inhabitants

lived on self-sufficient farms. 7 These early settlements were patriarchal in natur*

Ronald D. Eller asserts that "adult white males had the greatest power, privilege, and
freedom." They controlled the political system, held most of the property, and made most
of the financial familial decisions. 8 The male parent's wealth even determined the entire
family's status within the community. But in Altina L. Waller's view of pre-industrial
Appalachia, marriage at least consisted of a contractual business partnership between
husbands, wives, and their families. Men were expected to clear the land, farm, hunt and
fish, and women were treated as partners in family decisions. Although women's role in
marriage and work was important, they remained subordinate to their husbands. 9 For
example, when a man left to hunt or trade, a woman often became responsible for the
farm. But Eller also argues that "men were expected almost never to do women's
6
7
8

9

Smith, 21-22.

R. Lewis, 19.

Eller, 31.

Altina L. Waller, Feud: Hatfields, McCoys, and Social Change in Appalachia,
1860-1900, (Chapel Hill, 1988), 57-58.
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work." 10
Industrialization, however, enormously affected Appalachian society. The
journals of land surveyors and explorers had chronicled the existence of coal and iron in
the Appalachian mountains as early as the 1740s. But interest in these natural resources
did not materialize until after the Civil War. Appalachia did not possess the
transportation networks necessary for the profitable removal of large quantities of coal,
iron ore, and lumber from its mountains. Little demand for the resources existed until the
massive changes wrought by the American industrial revolution. It was then that northern
businessmen realized the potential benefits of large-scale extractive efforts of
Appalachian resources. Beginning in the early 1870s, politicians, businessmen, and
journalists started extolling the riches of the Appalachian mountains throughout the
United States and Europe. Entrepreneurs claimed that opportunities for great personal
wealth abounded in Appalachia because no other area in the United States possessed such
vast amounts of coal, iron ore, water, and timber so close together. 11 . Local elites,
consisting of lawyers, merchants, and wealthy farmers, controlled the region's politics
and commercial enterprises and served as intermediaries for outside capitalists. La{ge
tracts of land were purchased for the coal and timber they contained, and by 1900 four
major railroad companies had constructed branch lines into the region for better access to
the natural resources. By 1930, railroad construction had continued to such an extent

10

Eller, 31.

11

Ibid., 41-44.
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that only a few mountain counties did not possess railroad connections of some sort. 12
The railroads and the coal and timber industry altered most aspects of
Appalachian society, especially employment options. Some change had begun long
before the coming of the railroads, however. After the Civil War, high levels of
population growth in combination with a limited land supply created an agricultural
society in which earning a subsistence was often an onerous task. Many farm families,
therefore, eagerly turned to extractive industries to supplement agricultural endeavors that
were now less profitable. 13 But even in the midst of such enormous economic upheaval,
some social aspects of Appalachian society remained. Male-dominated gender roles
continued to dominate the social order of Appalachia after industrialization in a manner
consistent with the patterns found in the region's first settlements.

Men still controlled

the political system, held the majority of property, and made most of the financial
decisions for their families. A man's wealth continued to determine the social status of
his family, but now wealth was often measured according to wages rather than land
holdings. Women may have experienced a change in certain chores, such as an end to
soap and butter production, but they remained subordinate to their husbands and fathers. 14
Women's labor, however, continued to be important to familial survival. Shifflett
maintains that most women did not work outside the home, even as domestic laborers,

12

lbid., 7-11, 65.

13

Shifflett, 7; Eller, xiii-xxi; and Waller, 23, 58, 80-5.

14

Shifflett, 98-105; and Waller, 233-4, 245-9.
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because of a lack of "female" employment in the region. 15 Janet W. Greene also asserts
that most coal camp women worked within their own homes. But Greene argues that the
work performed by miners' wives represented an integral contribution to the survival of
the mining family. In the absence of formal wage employment, women found more
creative ways to supplement the miners' pay, which often fluctuated as a result of strikes,
injuries, mine closings, and layoffs. Most women chose to take in boarders, lodgers, and�
laundry for extra money, but they also cleaned other people's houses and sold butter and
eggs. Sometimes they became bootleggers and prostitutes. Greene also contends that
women's unpaid labor was critical to mining. Women provided the miner with food, }l..
washed his clothes, and cared for him when sick or injured. In addition, they raised the
next generation of miners, scavenged for food, and bartered for goods they could not
produce themselves. They also raised gardens and animals, canned produce, gathered
food and coal, and sewed their children's underwear from flour sacks. 16 All these
endeavors helped to stretch the often meager earnings of their miner husbands. As Mary
B. Lalone asserts, these adaptive mechanisms probably stemmed from survival strategies
used during the pre-industrial era. 17
Women's contributions to family well-being in coal communities did, however,

15

Shifflett, 82-3.

16

Janet W. Greene, "Strategies for Survival: Women's Work in the Southern
West Virginia Coal Camps," West Virginia History, XLIX, ( 1990), 38; and Mary B.
Lalone, "Economic Survival Strategies in Appalachia's Coal Camps," Journal of
Appalachian Studies, Volume 2, Number 1, (Spring 1996).
17

Lalone, 241.
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encompass an important change in their status as compared with the pre-industrial era.
Shifflett asserts that similarities existed in the male and female labor roles found on the
farm and in the coal towns, but mining coal brought stronger gendered divisions because
the separation of work became so complete. 18 For example, the removal of production
from the farm into the mine caused women to experience a decline in their previous status
as partners with their husbands. Primary production now centered in the mine, and
women had little opportunity to participate in this male-dominated industry. Women no
longer worked beside men as they had on the farm. The coal mines became a male
domain, while the home represented the main workplace for women. As Glenna Home
Graves argues, coal camp women lost some of the autonomy enjoyed by farm women
who, if in a bad marriage, could leave and "make a living for themselves or contribute
productively to their parents' households." But the more "modern" women of the coal
camp were less egalitarian than pre-modern farm women because modernization, which
limited women's means of production, intensified patriarchy.1 9
The traditional feminine role of domestic care-giver thus appears to have been
challenged very little, and perhaps even strengthened, by Appalachian industrialization.
As a result, many historians have viewed women as unimportant to the labor issues so
important to the history of mining. Shifflett, for example, argues that women simply
18

19

Shifflett, 80-94.

Glenna Home Graves, "In the Morning We Had Bulldog Gravy: Women in the
Coal Camps of the Appalchian South, 1900-1940," PhD. Dissertation, University of
Kentucky, 1993, 178-185.
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could not work as miners because of the demanding tasks required. He claims that
"taking coke from ovens and loading it in railroad cars, laying track, setting timber props
between the floor and roof, and picking and loading the heavy coal mixed with slate rock
required a brawny labor force." He also maintains that the easier jobs, such as driving
teams or locomotives and slate picking, were reserved for old men and young boys. 20
But women did step outside of their traditional roles in ways that historians have
often overlooked. Women participated in family mining in Appalachia in the same
manner as centuries of European women. Angela V. John provides excellent
documentation of the role women played in mining in Great Britain. She argues that,
before their exclusion from underground ''pit" work by Victorian legislation in 1842,
"women had worked in coal mines for centuries, wives and daughters playing a vital role
in the family economy, helping husbands and brothers to extract coal." She maintains

�

that these women worked mostly as "drawers," who dragged tubs of coal from the coal
face to the bottom of the shaft.2 1 Priscilla Long further argues that because Scottish and
British mines had a tradition of family mining, this custom sailed across the ocean with
the Scots-Irish immigrants to Appalachia. She asserts that boys and children mine
helpers remained as relics of this family tradition in the United States.22
But Long is mistaken in assuming that only boys and children helped with mining.

20

Shifflett, 82.

Angela V. John, By the Sweat of Their Brow: Women Workers at Victorian
Coal Mines, (London, 1980, 1984), 20-l.
21

22

Long, 9, 16-18, 71.
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Young girls and women also participated in coal extraction, even though by 1932
Progressive reformers had passed laws in seventeen states barring women from mining
employment. The customs of patriarchy dictated that a woman's most important job
consisted of caring for her family. She could therefore ignore gendered occupation ideas
and state laws barring female miners if economic need and familial survival demanded it.
Gender roles and immigrant traditions thus actually facilitated women' s entry into the
coal mines during the earliest days of Appalachian industrialization. Women usually
received social acceptance as miners because their labor helped to fulfill their gender
prescribed duty of caring for the family. These women came from the poorest of families,
and their mine work was essential to the survival of the familial unit.
Women often worked with several male relatives in small family mines to boost �
the amount of coal the principal male miner turned in for wages. These family operations
consisted of small drift mines in which coal was hand-loaded. Many women simply
viewed their mining labor as an extension of their normal family-related responsibilities.
Working with male relatives made mining seem a lot like the collective familial labor that
farming had been. 23 Around 1928, fifteen-year-old Ethel Day became a Kentucky coal
miner. She and her family concealed the fact that she mined coal with her father and
youngest brother from the contract operator for whom her family worked. The operator
was also unaware that, in addition to Ethel's labor, her mother sometimes helped her

23

Marat Moore, Women In the Mines: Stories of Life and Work, (New York:
1 996), xxxi-xxxiii.
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father and brother in the mine. 24 Elizabeth Sofchak Stevens also worked in a mine leased
by her father during the Great Depression in Talmadge, Ohio. Her parents disguised the
thirteen-year-old to look like a boy. Elizabeth dug coal with a pick and shovel alongside
her father and two brothers. She said that "it made me feel good to know I could help the
family . . . . We dug coal to buy flour, salt, sugar and other essentials." She, like Ethel
Day, hid from the mine inspector. 25 The fact that neighbors at a nearby mine often
warned her family about inspector's visits illustrates that the community accepted her
presence in the mine because her labor helped her family survive.
Other "girl miners" worked alone, but still toiled to help their families during hard
times. During the 1930s, two West Virginia sisters, aged seven and ten, provided coal for
their family's heating needs. Their father had tuberculosis and could not supervise them,
so the two girls dug coal from a shallow coal hole without an adult. They labored in the
dark because their father believed carbide was too dangerous for girls to handle. One
sister explained the sense of satisfaction the two young girls received from their efforts.
"We done it all, to help," she said, "and we felt like we had accomplished something
when we got done."26 Though their efforts did not bring wages into the family, the girls
gained a sense of satisfaction from the knowledge that their efforts helped the family
survive.
Other women miners labored to help their husbands. Ethel Dixon McCuiston
24

Moore, Women, 27-3 1.

25

Moore; "Women," 39-43 .

26

Moore, "Women," 3 1 -39.
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worked from 194 1 until the 1 950s as her husband' s helper in a unionized mine in Harlan
County, Kentucky. She began going underground because her husband was without a
helper as a result of the labor shortage and increased demand for coal caused by World
War Il. She worked three nights a week, and then took care of her boarders and children.
Some of the other miners did not like McCuiston' s presence in the mine, but the boss
stressed that her work was to be accepted because she was helping her husband. After her
'(jt husband's

death, Mccuiston tried to gain employment on her own as a coal miner, but the

mine boss simply laughed at her. 27
Ida Mae Stull of Ohio tried more forcefully to overstep the boundaries between
familial labor and economic independence. At age twelve, Stull began helping her father
in his coal mine where she "cut props, dug entries, loaded coal, shot it down and hauled
it out."28 But Stull did not stay within the bounds of familial labor forever. In 1930 she
leased an Ohio mine that she worked independently. She, like other women miners,
worked out of necessity because her husband would not work. But Ida Mae' s
independence was short-lived. State mine inspectors evicted her from the mine because
women were banned from working underground in Ohio. She succeeded in overturning
her eviction, but her mine was again closed for safety violations in 1934. 29 Inspectors
might overlook a girl working in a family mine, but an independent female miner was
quickly eliminated.
27

Moore, "Women," 43-47.

28

"Woman Ousted as Miner," New York Times, 30 January 1 934, 9.

29

Moore, "Women, " 1 3- 1 1.
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The experiences of these coal-mining women, however, represented exceptions to
the normally gendered occupations of Appalachian women during this time period. They
came from the poorest section of the population and toiled as miners because of economic
necessity. These women worked within the patriarchal structure of society in that they
fulfilled their duties as women to care for their families. They did not struggle against or
attempt to change the male-dominated culture. Economic necessity led to an
interpretation of gender roles that allowed women to work in the mines if that work was
related to the feminine role of caring for the family.
Even to women in poor, isolated Appalachia, the 1 960s brought profound changes
to old worlds. The 1 960s ushered in the civil rights and feminist movements. President
Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, followed by Executive Order 1 1 246
in 1965 . These two laws provided affirmative action for minorities. The Executive Order
was amended in 1967 to extend protection to women and to establish federal affirmative
action programs mandating that companies with 50 or more employees and yearly federal
contracts of $50,000 or more end gender discrimination. Title VII of the Civil Rights Act
of 1964 prohibited companies with 1 5 or more employees from discriminating against
women and minorities. These smaller companies were also required to implement
affirmative action programs to correct any discrepancies in their work forces. Many
states had equal employment laws, as well. 30
Changes in the legal rights of women coincided with ups and downs in the
Betty Jean Hall notes, Coal Employment Proj ect Records, Archives of
Appalachia, East Tennessee State University , Johnson City, Tennessee, Box 1 , Folder 7.
30
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Appalachian coal industry. During the 1 950s and 1 960s, as Appalachia entered into a
period of economic decline, coal companies instituted massive layoffs because coal
consuming industries had switched from bituminous Appalachian coal to cleaner-burning
Western coal. 3 1 More than half of all Appalachian coal miners lost their jobs.32 Then in
the 1970s, the industry rapidly recovered. It added 100,000 jobs between 1969 and 1 978.
This employment expansion brought the national total of coal miners to 24 1 ,000, the
highest since the early l 950s. 33 The coalfields of Appalachia began to experience a
"boom period."
Women now stood ready to take advantage of the increased opportunities present
in the coal industry of the 1 970s. But in order to obtain employment as wage-earning
miners, they first had to overcome traditional social sanctions against independent female
miners. Many coal town residents believed that the only acceptable female miners were
those who, because of dire economic need, were forced to help male relatives in a familial
setting. But some women now wanted to work in company mines without the protection
of male family members. They were no longer satisfied with supplementing the wages of
a father or brother. They wanted to collect their own paychecks.
The new federal and state statut�s against discrimination failed, however, to
address the communal feelings against changing gender roles . Before a woman even

Moore, Women, xxxv; and "Appalachia's War: The Poorest of the Poor
Struggle Back," Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, 26 November 2000.
31

32

"Appalachia' s War," Pittsburgh Post-Gazette.

33

Moore, Women, 50.
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entered a mine, she had to overcome the numerous social sanctions against female
miners. Community superstitions and beliefs regarding propriety and efficiency had
worked together to keep women out of coal mines for years. For example, many coal
communities accepted the superstition that a woman in a mine was unlucky. As late as
1977, this superstition affected staff members from two public interest groups who
wanted to tour an underground mine in Jacksboro, Tennessee. They contacted a local
coal operator who told them that the men could take a tour but the female staff member
could not even enter the mine because of the workers' anticipated reactions to her
presence. The operator stated that he would "have no woman going underground. The
men would walk out, the mine would shut down." 34 A woman would have a very hard
time obtaining employment in a mine if she was not allowed even to walk inside it.
If superstitions failed to keep women away from mining, then patriarchal
standards regarding propriety and femininity often discouraged them. Most coalfield men
and women subscribed to traditional patriarchal values and viewed a woman's proper
place as at home with her children. For example, miners interviewed by the United Mine
Workers Journal in 1973 about the possibility of female miners argued that working

women did not make good wives and mothers. One man even insisted that "women are
just not as tied to their husbands when they start to working" because an employed
woman might realize that "she gets along better with one of these guys at work" and then

Betty Jean Hall, "Women Miners Can Dig It, Too!" in Communities in
Economic Crisis: Appalachia and the South, edited by John Gaventa, (Philadelphia,
1990), 53.
34

16
would divorce her husband. They also viewed working wives as directly responsible for
"kids running wild" and "smoking dope. "35 Most women also viewed their appropriate
role as a homemaker, as illustrated by one Pennsylvania miner' s wife who expressed her
belief that "my place is here with the kids." 36 Others ascribed their subordinate position
l as ordained by God. One West Virginia woman wrote the United Mine Workers Journal
that women should remain subordinate to men because "God never wanted them to be
equal."37 Even Ethel Day, the former "girl miner" from Harlan, did not believe that
mining was a "proper" occupation for women to undertake if they did not have the
protection of male relatives. She argued that "women ought to be where they can work
decent. I just don't believe in going in them big mines with that blackguarding, bad
talking bunch of men. "38
But many Appalachians viewed mining as an inappropriate female endeavor for
more reasons than simple impropriety. The region's inhabitants often viewed any outside
female employment negatively. Scholars have found that Appalachian women were less
likely to work than their counterparts in other regions of the United States because of a
lack of occupational options and culturally-rooted notions of patriarchal dominance. 39
35

1973, 13.

"Should Women Be Coal Miners?" United Mine Workers Journal, 1 5 May

36

We Dig Coal: A Portrait of Three Women, 60 min. videocassette, Appalshop
Films, 1 982.
37

Moore, Women, xxxviii.

38

Moore, Women, 3 1 .

Helen Lewis, Picking up the Pieces, (New Market, TN, 1986); and Linda Harris
Dobkins, "Economic Prospects in Appalachian Virginia: A Comparative Analysis of
39
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Men who had access to better opportunities for high-wage employment in coal mining
and similar male-dominated industries were assigned the gender role of breadwinner,
while women became dependent upon that income and responsible of the emotional
welfare of the family.40 An Appalachian woman was normally a homemaker and mother
unless serious economic circumstances required her to work outside of the home.41 If she
did become employed, then some type of gender-appropriate employment, such as
secretarial work, was often preferred by the woman and her family. Many of these women
possessed little or no desire to work outside the home because they did not gain
satisfaction from paid labor or a professional career. The traditional role of homemaker
provided these women with a sense of pride in themselves and served as a way for them
support their husbands and families. 42 In addition, many in Appalachia viewed a woman
who worked outside the home as neglecting her family's well-being.
If patriarchal traditions failed to "keep women in their place," then critics of �
female miners argued that mining was too physically taxing for a woman to do properly.
Many male miners, supervisors, and coal community residents saw female miners as

Employment Specialization," Journal of Appalachian Studies, Volume 6, Numbers I and
2, (Spring/Fall 2000), 145.
40

Sally Ward Maggard, "Will the Real Daisy Mae Please Stand Up? A
Methodolgical Essay on Gender Analysis in Appalachian Research," Appalachian
Journal, (Winter 1 994), 29 1-2.
Judith Ivy Fiene, "Gender, Class, and Self-Image," Appalachian Mental Health,
edited by Susan Emily Keefe, (Lexington, 1 988), 68.
41

Carol A. B. Giesen, Coal Miners ' Wives: Portraits of Endurance, (Lexington,
1995), 7, 12-29.
42
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incapable of the efficient work levels that would keep up mine output. The examples of
previous female miners who had worked during the physically exhausting hand-loading
era, such as Ida Mae Stull and the British female drawers, were ignored. These women
had already proven that females could perform hard physical labor. But the mines of the
1970s were much different from the British mines of the industrial revolution and those
in which Ida Mae had worked. The mines that were now considered too physically taxing
for women possessed machines such as the continuous miner, which cut the coal from the
mine face and made mining much less strenuous than it once was. But despite these
innovations, critics argued that women would be inefficient workers and that mining
companies could not profitably employ them for that reason. During the 1 970s, many
mines simply ignored federal affirmative action programs because of employer and
worker reluctance and community resistance.
In response to gender discrimination lawsuits against such companies as
Consolidation Coal Company and Island Creek Coal Company, in which women received
back pay for jobs denied them, many companies decided that hiring women was easier
and less expensive than costly court battles.43 But despite Executive Order 11246 and the
threat of legal action, Appalachian women still encountered problems when attempting to
obtain coal employment. Those who actually received mining jobs now met workplace
hostility, job discrimination, and sexual harassment--in addition to the persistent
superstitions, patriarchal ideas about femininity, and community opposition.
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,\it The new female miners encountered stiff resistance from their communities
because they went against traditional Appalachian ideals regarding how a proper woman
should look and behave. When Sandra Bailey Barber, an Ohio native, moved to eastern
Kentucky and began work in the coal mines in the late 1970s, she was not prepared for
the local church sermon preached about her. Barber described how "they didn't use my
name, but I was the only woman coal miner in the community. People came up and told
me that the preacher said it was sinful, women stepping out of their place, wearing pants,
and trying to take men's jobs. I was the issue, and they pointed at me to tell these other
women not to go astray."44 In 1974, a group of West Virginia miners' wives picketed a
local mine that had recently hired female miners. The Wall Street Journal quoted one

✓ there aren't even

protester as saying, "No decent woman would want to work ther

toilet facilities."45 Because they had stepped out of the "proper" realm of the home,

�

female miners were often labeled as sinful and immoral. Those women who became
miners were no longer viewed as "decent ladies" within their communities but instead
were often called "whores" and "hussies."46
Another popular defense of patriarchal values rested upon ideas of femininity.
Many women insisted that female miners were abnormal because they chose to work in
such an unfeminine and dirty atmosphere. One Pennsylvania miner' s wife implied that
female miners exhibited more masculine traits than feminine ones. She explained that
44
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she liked "to feel feminine" and "that isn't feminine to me, to be grubby and dirty, and to
walk in mud and gook all day long."47 Female miners also received criticism regarding
their personal appearance. When discussing the physical characteristics of women
miners, one West Virginia woman claimed that they did not care about their looks, were
"very ugly," and had "no respect for themselves as a woman."48 Another miner' s wife
described one female miner she had met as "thin, tall, lanky. It just seemed to me she
was like any ordinary working man."49
Male employees also brought patriarchal ideas regarding women' s appropriate
role into the workplace, as illustrated by Blair Rickard, superintendent of Rushton Mining
Company of Coalport, Pennsylvania. He implied that women would not be comfortable
in a mine because they might get dirty or have to work hard. He described coal mining as
unfit for women because of its status as "a hazardous industry" where "the environment is
dark, muddy, [and] wet."50 Rickard claimed that "there's just oodles of jobs for women-
like office jobs." 5 1 One Coalport, Pennsylvania, miner asserted that he would not want
his wife to work as a miner because "it's just not a place for a woman, that' s all. Women
shouldn' t work, period. That' s why there's so many men out of work now."52
47

We Dig Coal.

48

Moore, Women, xxxvii.

49

We Dig Coal.

50

We Dig Coal.

51

Calvin Trillin, "U.S. Journal: Central Pennsylvania, Called at Rushton," The
NewYorker, 1 2 November 1979, 1 86.
52

We Dg Coal.

21
Superstitions still affected women's lack of acceptance in mining. On Shirley Boone' s
first day of work as one company's only female miner, a man stepped off of the mine car
and had a heart attack, about which her boss then declared: "That's what you get when
you start having women in the mines--trouble. "53
Many men and women continued to insist that female miners were physically
incapable of becoming efficient miners. Rickard proclaimed that he was "a hundred per
cent against 'em in a coal mine. They just can't do the work. We're paying them women
to get them off our back is all we' re doing." 54 One Pennsylvania miner argued that
women could not make good miners because their reactions were too slow and they were
naturally uncoordinated.55 But the women miners interviewed in 1976 by The New

Yorker argued that mining was no more strenuous than moving furniture to vacuum or
carrying around "a husky three-year-old."56
The new generation of women miners also encountered harsh working conditions
and gender discrimination as a result of many supervisors' reluctance to employ and then
promote females. Several companies intentionally made the work as hard as possible in
the hope that women would simply quit. Some supervisors set women up to fail by
requiring them to perform tasks by themselves that men did not attempt alone. For
example, one Pennsylvania supervisor told a female miner to carry 80-pound bags of
53
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cement without any help. He later informed her that he had been amazed that she had
carried the bags because he had assumed she would not even attempt such a difficult
task.57 An Appalachia, Virginia, coal miner, who described her first days underground as
a general inside laborer with three other women, believed that her supervisor "gave us
every dirty job he could find, but none of us quit."58
Many female miners encountered blatant job discrimination. Foremen determined
training and job assignments, even in union mines, and often their negative attitudes
toward female miners led to reluctance or refusal to train and promote them, which
limited women's opportunities for advancement. As the historian Carletta Savage argues,
"coal companies reluctantly hired women during the 1 970s, but they balked even more at
training and promoting them during the 1980s." Many women were passed over
repeatedly for promotions despite seniority and job competency or denied training and job
advancement. Management often disregarded seniority and trained men instead of the
women who were actually next in line. As a result, women usually did not advance past
the status of general laborer for several years, and then they progressed only after
demanding, sometimes in court, to be trained. Because they did not possess training
certificates or high seniority, women were often laid off first and recalled last during the
coal recession of the late 1980s.59
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Miners and supervisors could make the atmosphere so insufferable that women
would not stay. 60 If gender discrimination failed to dissuade women from pursuing mine
employment, then sexual harassment became the male miners' and supervisors' best
weapon.61 An April 1982 Newsweek article reported that sexual harassment had been a
problem from the beginning of women's employment as miners. 62 A random 1982 Coal
Employment Project Survey of 59 women miners revealed that 76 percent had been
propositioned for sex by male co-workers, 53 percent by male bosses, and 17 percent
claimed to have been physically assaulted. 63 Female miners encountered off-color jokes,
sexual innuendo, unwanted advances and touching, bathroom peepholes, verbal abuse,
and "pranks" such as finding human feces in their dinner buckets. Non-union female
miners and those without a supportive organization, such as the Coal Employment Project
network, fared the worst. But even women members of the UMWA complained that their
local and district representatives neglected to take sexual harassment seriously, especially
if it involved coworkers.M
Female miners encountered many different forms of sexual harassment. One
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Alabama miner repeatedly encountered sexually graphic depictions of herself drawn by
her male coworkers inside the mine. The men would all stand around her so they could
see and laugh at her reaction to the indecent drawings. She also described how some men
often tried to pinch and touch her. She never went to her union for help because she did
not want to be labeled as a troublemaker, and she felt that calling attention to the
harassment would only make it worse. 65
The most notorious incident of sexual harassment occurred in a West Virginia
mine owned by Consolidation Coal Company. In 1 98 1 , eight women brought suit against
Consolidation' s Shoemaker Mine in Wheeling after they discovered a peephole in the
women' s shower faci_lities. The women became aware of the spying when they
repeatedly encountered graphic drawings of themselves at the mine, which the plaintiffs
claimed depicted scenes only someone in the shower room would have seen or heard. The
hole was located in the wall tiles separating the shower room from the Training and
Equipment room, which only supervisors could enter. The officials at Consolidation, then
the nation' s second largest coal producer, admitted to knowledge of the hole and their
year-long negligence in repairing it. The women sought $5 .5 million in damages
stemming from invasion of privacy, not sexual harassment, because their lawyers
believed invasion of privacy would be easier to prove. 66
The Wheeling trial intensified the disapproving attitudes of many local residents
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regarding female miners. The lawsuit gained nationwide attention, and much of the
publicity portrayed the mining company and the community negatively. Many people
resented this negative depiction of their town and its residents, and this resentment
reinforced a communal belief that female miners took jobs from more-deserving men.
During the trial, the defense used the negative community feeling toward women miners
to its advantage. They claimed the women had brought the harassment upon themselves
by their immoral conduct. The plaintiffs were forced to defend their actions in a manner
similar to rape victims in the trials of their assailants. Ex-lovers testified that some of the
women were sexually insatiable. The mine foreman' s testimony included his version of
an overheard conversation in which some of the women allegedly bragged about having
"screwed a motorcycle gang." The jury seemed receptive to these defense tactics. One
juror even remarked that "these girls have to prove to me that they didn't drill the hole."
But before the jury could render a verdict, the parties agreed to a financial settlement on
the condition that the amount remain confidential. Only one of the plaintiffs remained at
the mine afterward. 67
The Wheeling case represented only the first of the "peephole lawsuits." Seven
other women miners employed by Pittston Coal Company in Beckley, West Virginia,
claimed they had been spied on through a bathhouse peephole. They sued Pittston for
$8.3 million for invasion of privacy, and they fared much better than their counterparts in
Wheeling. In October 1 984, U.S . District Judge Elizabeth V. Hallahan found that
67
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Pittston had violated the "civil rights of seven women miners who claim they were spied
on through a bathhouse peephole" between 1981 and 1982. Judge Hallanan also found
that the plaintiffs had been subjected to unwelcome lewd comments and offensive
touching from their male coworkers and supervisors, exposed to sexually-graphic graffiti
about them, and discriminated against on the basis of their gender. The judge further
ruled that "at least some of [Pittston's] supervisory employees, prior to the filing of this
law suit, not only knew of and permitted sexual harassment and discrimination, but
participated themselves." Pittston was ordered to pay all court costs and attorneys fees, as
well as the $8.3 million settlement. 68
But successful lawsuits often translated into more resistance against female
miners in the workplace and the community. Some male miners and supervisors only felt
more hostility toward women whose lawsuits cost their companies money. Management
officials often grudgingly offered women employment solely because of court orders or to
avoid prosecution , and many officials and male miners hoped their employment was
temporary. 69 Company officials, like most miners, foremen, and members of coal-mining
communities, believed women had no business in a mine. 7° Costly and embarrassing

lawsuits did little to endear female miners to their neighbors, employers, or coworkers.
What woman would want to brave community and workplace hostility, not to
mention the normal dangers of mining, in order to become a miner? The female miners
68
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of the 1970s and 1980s shared many things in common with their predecessors from the
family mines. They all worked out of economic necessity, were often uneducated, and
possessed few opportunities outside of mining for good pay and benefits. In 1977, the
New York Times reported that the number of working women in rural Appalachia was 15
to 20 percent below the national average. 7 1 The low level of female workforce

participation resulted from traditional patriarchal values relegating women to the home
and a lack of viable employment options for women. The few jobs that were available to
Appalachian women paid poorly. For example, in 1977 in West Virginia, 70 percent of
people earning $ 1 .60 an hour or less were women, while women made up only 4 percent
of people earning $4.50 an hour or more. Often the only high-paying jobs consisted of

those that historically were labeled "men's" work in coal and lumber. 72 Almost all female
miners cited economic necessity as the primary motivation behind their employment
choice. For example, some of the first women to apply at a mine in Cleveland, Virginia,
had been working in a sewing factory making from $ 1.60 to $2. 10 per hour. The lowest
paid coal miners in the area received approximately $5.00 per hour, or more than twice
what the highest-paid female factory worker earned. 73

During the 1970s and early 1980s, if an uneducated woman in the coalfields of
Appalachia was a single parent, divorced, or widowed, her only opportunity to achieve
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economic security, middle-class status, and health care benefits existed in coal-industry
employment. 74 A December 1979 Newsweek article reported that more than half of all
female miners supported children by themselves. 75 Mary K. Counts, the first woman
killed in a Virginia mine, gave her reason for mining quite simply in a New York Times
interview one year before her death. She believed that people in her community "thought
I was crazy when I first went in, but I have myself and the children to support." 76 Cosby
Ann Totten, a coal miner from Tazewell, Virginia, explained that she had been "making
minimum wage, $2.30 per hour, and I couldn't raise six kids or operate a vehicle on
minimum wage. . . . That's basically what coal mining meant to me. It was a way to
raise my kids until they were old enough to get out of school."77 Patsy Fraley, a miner in
Eastern Kentucky who had lost her children during a custody battle because their father
made more money than she did, explained that "the job was my only hope, because I had
tried everything else to get my children back and to give them a better quality of life." 78
Before Sandy Bailey became a miner in Kentucky, she had driven a senior citizens' bus
and worked in a shoe factory. She explained that "when I became a miner, I just about
tripled my income. There just aren't any other jobs around here that pay that kind of
74
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money."79
Women miners cited relatively high pay, job security, paid vacation time, and
better opportunities for advancement as the main reasons they entered the coal industry. 80
Most women did not become miners in an effort to change the patriarchal structure of
Appalachian society. As Calvin Trillin noted in a 1979 New Yorker article, "their
interests were not ideological but financial." 8 1 They did not perceive themselves as
feminists struggling for women's liberation but as mothers struggling to feed their
children. They even exhibited their conservative attitudes. One Pennsylvania miner
explained her belief that "if a woman does the work she ought to get the pay. But I don't
believe in women football players or homosexuals or abortion. " 82 Bernice Dombroski,
another Pennsylvania miner, echoed these sentiments, asserting that, "I don't go along
with women' s lib or homosexuals or nothing like that." 83
If these seemingly conservative women only wanted to support their families, then
why did some male miners object to female miners so forcefully? This new generation of
female miners appeared to be operating within the bounds of traditional Appalachian
gender ideology. In keeping with customary patriarchal attitudes, women miners'
challenge of gender roles should have gained community acceptance because their
79
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employment as coal miners helped them fulfill their duties of protecting and caring for
the family. But one important difference existed between women miners of the 1970s
and 1980s and the "girl miners" who came before them involving the role of the family.
Earlier female miners worked in family mines with their relatives and contributed to the
wages of the male breadwinner, thus upholding patriarchal ideology with their labor. But
the second generation of women miners did not work with their families, and many male
family members strongly opposed their female relatives becoming miners. One woman's
father demanded that she not reveal his identity to her co-workers because of his potential
embarrassment over his daughter's becoming a miner. 84 Sandy Bailey's family also
disapproved of her employment choice. She explained that she had "two brothers-in-law
who won't even speak to me anymore."85
Female miners' wages served to make them independent of their fathers and
husbands. Economic security sometimes enabled a woman to divorce her husband
because she no longer depended upon him for her livelihood. Female miners thus defied
the traditional Appalachian pattern of male-dominated households in that they earned
relatively high wages that allowed them to live independently from men if they chose to
do so. Women miners of the 1970s and 1980s could not, therefore, successfully defend
their coal employment by utilizing the gender-defined rationale of caring for their
families that the earlier female miners had used. Although the new women miners
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usually worked in order to provide for their children, the absence of husbands and male
relatives within the mines facilitated the harassment, community disapproval, and gender
discrimination they endured. The female coal miners of the 1970s and 1980s defied the
patriarchal order of society and gained independence, but not acceptance, by means of
their better wages.
Female miners also challenged the unique masculine mining culture that
generations of Appalachian men had created. Male miners enjoyed the camaraderie that
existed in their masculine domain and did not want to relinquish it. 86 A 1983
Mademoiselle article compared the atmosphere of coal mines to fraternities with their

own rules of conduct, including pranks, tales of sexual exploits, and initiation rites. 87 But
these men feared losing more than their "good old boys' " club. Their identity as men
stemmed from their work as coal miners. If women became miners, then their traditional
status of breadwinner and male hero would be diminished. Brenda Brock, a Kentucky
miner, described this attitude: "When women went underground the men's hero identity
was kind of destroyed. . . . People thought that if women could go underground, mining
couldn't be as hard and as ugly as they thought." 88 Instead of acknowledging that women
could work as hard as men, male miners fought to maintain their tough image by

V

eradicating the feminine presence. Brock also pointed out that other women might view
the female miners as evidence that they too could obtain employment and thus become
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more independent. 8 9 Many male miners believed that self-sufficient women miners
threatened their dominant status in the home as well as their masculine identity.
Perhaps the total number of women miners, however, remained too small to elicit
significant changes within Appalachian culture. Women only represented a small
minority of the total number of miners, even during the peak period of the 1 970s. The
number of women employed in the coal industry rose from the 1 975 level of
approximately 4,500 to around 9,200 in 1 979. But the 1 979 number represented only 3.6
percent of the total number of coal company employees, and only about 1 000 of these
women were actual coal miners. 90 Men still held approximately 99 percent of all the blue
collar mining jobs. 91 Also, because of economic fluctuations, women's numbers would
soon decrease. The economist Curtis Seltzer observed that after 1 978 layoffs increased as
a result of falling coal prices. Most of the layoffs occurred in the Appalachian region,
which was the area most economically dependent on coal employment. 92 Women miners
lost jobs disproportionately because of their low seniority and lack of training
certificates. 93
But the loss of female workers in male-dominated occupations extended well
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beyond the coal industry. The mid- l 980s saw a national economic recession which
affected all blue-collar women. In 1985, the Wall Street Journal reported that thousands
of blue-collar women had to reenter the low-paying, feminine-labeled jobs from which
they had fought so hard to escape. Like the coal industry, women in steel, oil, and other
male-dominated industries became the victims of the last-hired, first-fired rule. For
example, the steel industry employed 1 4,500 women in production and maintenance jobs
in 1980 but fewer than 3,000 in 1985. More than 2,000 of the 4,000 female miners and
approximately 66 percent of female oil-production and refinery workers lost their jobs
during this same period. Many men also lost their jobs at this time, but they usually
found other employment in semi-skilled industrial jobs. The women often had to return
to low-wage "pink-collar" sales and service jobs. 94
The decrease in coal employment since 1978 was mirrored by a decrease in the
number of big, union-organized mines. This trend directly affected women miners. A
1976 Wall Street Journal article observed that "the majority of women miners are

clustered in the largest coal companies. "95 These companies were often owned by larger
steel or oil corporations who hired women in order to comply with anti-discrimination

legislation. But these laws only applied to companies with fifty or more employees.
Small coal companies were not required to meet these same guidelines. Janice
Molineaux, a former West Virginia miner who became the state's first woman mine
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inspector in 199 1 , explained the effects of this trend in McDowell County. She asserted
that by the mid- 1990s the county contained about 100 small mines, most of which
employed only nine or ten people. Molineaux reported that few large mines still existed
and that most men working in small mines had never worked with a woman "because
small operators don't hire women."96 The trend to small-scale coal mining operations
was a region-wide phenomenon, and, as a result, women miners became virtually
nonexistent.97 In 199 1 , the Bureau of Mines reported that the number of women miners
fell from 3,328 in 1986 to 975 in 199 1 . 98 As mine size and union influence dwindled, so
too did women' s opportunities to become coal miners.
The employment opportunities for today's Appalachian coalfield women have
changed little since the coming of the coal industry. Historians and sociologists have
found that Appalachian women still live within a patriarchal society and are less likely to
work than their counterparts in other regions of the United States. 99 The gendered
division of labor that begins in childhood relegates many Appalachian women into
secondary labor markets where they work in unskilled jobs with no income security,
benefits, or opportunities for advancement. 100 For example, in the coal counties of
Appalachian West Virginia, women endure almost total exclusion from employment in
9
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the medical and legal fields, as well as the higher-paid male-dominated jobs in mining. In
1993, West Virginia women mainly found employment in retail trade and received an
average wage of $6.35 per hour, the lowest wage category in the state. Coal mining paid

the highest wages at $17.58 per hour. 10 1 Other areas of Appalachia also exhibited the

same employment tendencies. In the Appalachian section of southwest Virginia, only 46
percent of all women worked in 1990, whereas Virginia as a whole had 61 percent of its
women in the workforce and the national figure was 58 percent. Two of the region's coal
counties, Dickenson and Buchanan, possessed the lowest female participation rates in the
state at 32 percent. These low female participation rates resulted from a lack of
employment opportunities in combination with traditional gender roles that relegate
women to the home. 102

The Appalachian experience reflects broader cultural and economic realities for
women. In many places, women still fail to receive equal opportunities or pay in the
workplace. In 1999, the national median earnings for full-time working women equaled
only 72 percent of men's wages. 103 Gender discrimination still exists in medicine and
law, where only one out of every five doctors and lawyers is female. The historian
Rosalind Rosenberg asserts that blue-collar occupations such as construction or coal
mining present even more difficulties for women seeking employment. She further
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argues that the most common occupations for women are in fields traditionally described
as feminine, such as elementary school education, retail sales, service and clerical work,
and nursing. 104 At the end of the 1 990s, women' s fight to gain workplace equality with
men appears to be making few advances.
Sometimes even apparent gains, such as women' s employment in Appalachian
coal mines, do little to alter cultural notions regarding gender. After leaving her mining
job in the early 1 980s, Brenda Brock moved from Harlan County, Kentucky. In 1 988 she
returned to visit relatives and encountered former neighbors with long memories. She
described people' s comments as extremely negative regarding her former coal
employment, and many of her old neighbors laughingly informed her that underground
female miners no longer existed in their area. Brock interpreted their comments as
meaning female coal miners "didn't mean anything when we were hired, and we don't
mean anything now. They are saying hiring women miners was just a phase, and it only
happened because of some fluke in civil rights when the companies had to hire
women." 105
The employment of female miners in Appalachian coal mines appears to have had
little significant impact. Many companies no longer employ women, and the fact that
women were once coal miners seems to have been an aberration in the region's mining
history. Many of the area' s young men still view coal mining as an attractive
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employment option, while few if any women seriously consider working at a mine as
anything other than someone's secretary. They choose instead feminine occupations such
as teaching, nursing, or other service industry employment. The lawsuits and settlements
won by female miners during the 1970s and 1980s resulted in few permanent gains for
two reasons. Women's initial gains in the coal industry were eliminated because of a
decreased job market in the coal industry. As a result of their limited coal employment,
female miners failed to alter the patriarchal structure of Appalachian society. Traditional
gender roles prevailed because women were still held responsible for the home and the
family's emotional well-being, while men continued to function in the role of primary
breadwinner. The many male miners, bosses, and company owners and the coal
community residents who fervently hoped that female miners were a temporary aberration
appear to have received their wish. Hundreds of years of Appalachian patriarchy proved
too difficult for a handful of courageous women to alter in a single generation
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